Survey of local authority approaches to investigating sporadic cases of suspected food poisoning.
Local authorities in England were surveyed in 1997 to document their approach to investigating sporadic cases of suspected food poisoning, the data they collect, and their objectives for doing so. Three hundred and nineteen of the 359 authorities (89%) responded. The main objectives stated were to prevent spread of infection, detect outbreaks, educate the public, and identify risk factors for infection. Most outbreaks of food poisoning were detected as a result of complaints from members of the public. Investigation of Salmonella spp and Vero cytotoxin producing Escherichia coli O157 appeared to have a higher priority than campylobacter infection and viral gastroenteritis. Eighty-five per cent (266/311) of local authorities had agreed timescales for investigating cases and 54% (165/306) reported using computer technology to collate and analyse data on sporadic cases of food poisoning. Almost all (243/244) respondents supported the idea of having a new national system for the collation of such data and 79% (244/309) expressed interest in piloting a new standard form for enhanced surveillance of food poisoning.